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        Smell is a potent wizard that transports you across thousands of miles

        and all the years you have lived.

         —Helen Keller
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      His first glimpse was from behind.

      It hadn’t been the sexy pair of hip-hugging jeans that caught his wandering eye. No. Those he didn’t notice until his second glance. Rather, it was her golden-brown hair that reached past her waist and flipped so carelessly in the breeze. Instinctively, he wondered what it would feel like to run his fingers through something so uninhibited and free . . .

      

      He was doing it again.

      Nick Price snapped his eyes open, a shock of sea green against the gray September sky, and tugged at his overcoat, not caring that he was wrinkling his best Armani suit underneath. He knew it wasn’t the thirty-five-minute ferry commute between Bainbridge Island and Seattle that made him shiver.

      It was her.

      Just breathing in the ocean air had a way of bringing her to mind. Nearly three months had passed since he’d met Sadie Gilmore aboard a cruise ship to Alaska, and he still couldn’t get her out of his head. The scent of her was everywhere it seemed. Except in his sheets.

      Nick turned his back to the breeze and trained his gaze on his polished dress shoes. He was going to have to find a way to get this under control. He wasn’t the type to fall face-first into love, yet somewhere between Seattle and Seward, he’d done just that.

      His phone buzzed, and Nick pulled it from his pocket, grateful for the temporary distraction. His dark brows knit together as he stared down at the name on the caller ID. His mother. With her weekly reminder of his duty to provide her with grandchildren, no doubt. He let the call go to voice mail, not lost on the irony. As the cultivated son of a high-society family and PR director for a successful custom fragrance company, he was aware of his status as one of Seattle’s more eligible bachelors, even if he did consider it nonsense. He was an only child, raised in wealth and given the best of everything. It should have made him spoiled. Instead, it made him feel suffocated. There was no great mystery as to why he preferred the buffer zone of a ferry ride to and from the city.

      Until Sadie. The nomadic artist who’d entered his life and changed his idea of what a future could be.

      The ferry blew its low whistle, echoing his melancholy mood. Nick lifted his eyes and scanned the Seattle skyline. Pier 52 was well within view. He pushed off the rail and took the narrow staircase leading back to his car.

      It was time. Wandering above deck, conjuring up memories he needed to get past, wasn’t doing him any favors. Sadie chose to walk out of his life that final day and the sooner his heart came to terms with that, the better off he would be.
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      Six Months Later

      

      “You’re breaking my heart, you know that.”

      He barely had time to step off the elevator and onto the office floor at Signature Scents before Ivy scampered out from behind her reception desk and came barreling into his arms.

      Nick smiled down at his petite coworker, touched by the warm welcome. Most days, she had the enthusiasm of a team of varsity cheerleaders, but today even he had reason to celebrate.

      “Sorry, Ivy,” he teased.

      He wasn’t surprised that news of his engagement to Alaina Marshall had made its way around the office this quickly. Photos of their Amalfi Coast getaway had been liked and shared by Alaina’s avid social media followers ever since he popped her the question.

      One by one, his colleagues offered him hearty handshakes and slaps on the back, and Nick took it all in stride. In the years he’d been with the company, they had become a close-knit team, catering to an elite list of athletes, celebrities, and influencers who could afford the luxury of a custom fragrance.

      “Congratulations, Nick.” Jane was next in line to greet him, air-kissing his cheek. “She’s a lucky woman.”

      “Thank you.”

      She pulled away, poised in her usual head-to-heels black attire, giving him an amused once-over. “Looking a little windblown today. How was the commute?”

      He trailed his fingers through his medium-dark hair, grooming the stylish cut back into place. He might be a grown man at the age of thirty-two, but Jane liked to play big sister to everyone in the office. “Peaceful.”

      She wrinkled her nose in debate.

      He’d always considered the ferry ride a small price to pay for a life of serenity outside the city, but he didn’t bother trying to explain this to Jane. Even Alaina had a hard time understanding his reasons for wanting to escape the busy urban lifestyle that she seemed to thrive in. It was something they were still learning to compromise on.

      Ivy thrust a stack of messages between them, already organized in order of importance. “Bespoke Magazine wants an interview at eleven,” she emphasized, pointing to the one on top. He stayed and shuffled through his memos while Jane and Ivy made idle chatter. It had become their daily routine.

      “Anything else?” He glanced at Ivy.

      She propped her elbows on the top of her desk, resting her chin in her hands. “Just the juicy details of your proposal. She cried when you asked her, didn’t she?”

      “She didn’t cry,” Jane answered Ivy. Then turned to him. “Did she?”

      Of course she did.

      Alaina had been dropping hints about her ideal proposal for weeks, and he’d delivered on everything. Including the $260,000 princess-cut setting from Tiffany she’d had her heart so set on. It had been an emotional occasion for both their families, considering the long-standing friendship between them. Nick’s own parents were over the moon about the whole thing. He couldn’t remember the last time he’d seen his mother so happy.

      “Nick?” Ivy tried again.

      His lips curled at the edges. He knew his cue when it was time to leave. As fond as he was of his coworkers, he’d always tried to keep the details of his personal life separate from his work one.

      “Ladies.” He excused himself with a nod, leaving their protests to trail behind him.

      His corner office came with a panoramic view of the downtown area and offered plenty of natural light, even under Seattle’s frequent cloud cover. A short while later, Nick strolled across the white marble floor as the Rolex on his wrist ticked past the eleventh hour.

      “Plenty of companies provide the service of tailor-made fragrances,” he told the online magazine reporter over the phone. “But unlike our counterparts, some who do little more than slap a personalized label on the bottle, Signature Scents’ reputation as a leading force in the industry is the result of the integrity of our products.”

      He unbuttoned his navy suit jacket to avoid creases and took a seat at his tempered-glass desk. “Every detail, from the design of the bottle to the name of the fragrance, is created to capture the essence of our client. The result is a product that is as unique to the individual as the customer’s very own fingerprint.”

      He had a master’s degree in business administration, with a minor in marketing, but it was his firsthand knowledge of Seattle’s upper crust that gave him the advantage in this line of work. Prestige, Nick knew, meant everything within the social circle.

      Rhys strode into his office unannounced, wearing a white lab coat and a sour expression. “It’s a fougère,” Rhys muttered, loudly. “A fougère! Who doesn’t know this?”

      Nick thanked the reporter and ended his call, turning his attention toward the renowned perfumer.

      “It’s a blatant act of treachery, that’s what it is.” Rhys pointed his finger with conviction.

      Nick barely raised a brow. Not a week went by when Rhys wasn’t in his office complaining about one thing or another. “What is?”

      “My organ, Nick.” Rhys threw his hands up in frustration. “Pay attention. Somebody has been meddling with my organ. How else would you explain the vial of lavender I found mixed in with the floral notes this morning?” He shuddered at the thought. “I don’t know how I can work under such conditions.”

      “I’m sure the six-figure salary always helps.”

      Rhys ignored the quip and flopped into the boxy leather chair in front of Nick’s desk. “So, I hear you’ve been holding out on us.”

      Nick eased himself back, resting an ankle over his knee. Now they were getting to the real reason why Rhys was here. “Which one got to you first? Ivy or Jane?” He should have known they’d send in Rhys to do their dirty work.

      “You know I’ve got to go back and tell them something.”

      “Why don’t you tell them to mind their own business for a change.” Rhys tipped his head back and laughed while Nick couldn’t help but chuckle himself. “They’re corrupting you,” he warned.

      “Occupational hazard.”

      A knock at the door interrupted them, and Ivy popped in. She approached his desk with a file in her hand. “Mr. Crawford just called from SeaTac. He’s supposed to be having lunch with the new graphic artist today and wants to know if you can run interference until he can get back in.”

      “Did he say when that would be?”

      “One week, maybe two. He’s shopping for a villa in Grasse.”

      Was she serious? “France?”

      His boss, Warren Crawford, had been a bit unpredictable as of late. The by-product, he could only assume, of a pending divorce. Unfortunately, much of Warren’s workload tended to fall on Nick during his erratic absences.

      “Can’t we reschedule?”

      “Uh-uh. Term employee. The dates of her contract have already been set.”

      “All right.” He planted his feet. “Leave it here. I’ll take care of it.”

      He was in for a long day as it was, judging by the work that had piled up on his desk during his time off. At least Alaina was in New York with her grandparents, so he wouldn’t be disappointing her on dinner plans.

      Ivy set the details in front of him.

      “And take him with you.” He indicated to Rhys.

      “You get anything?” He heard Ivy ask as the two of them disappeared from the room.

      Nick shook his head and reached for the file, figuring he should at least familiarize himself with a few details about the woman he’d be having lunch with.

      Like it or not, when Warren’s ex left the company to launch a business of her own, she’d commandeered five members of their staff, including the head of HR. As a result, Warren had taken to filling those empty positions with short-term contractors until he could find the right permanent hires. With any luck, this woman would be a good match.

      Nick flipped open the folder and froze.

      His heartbeat thrummed in his ears.

      In the instant it took for his eyes to land on the name at the top of the page, he felt his whole world suddenly shift.
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      “Good day, Mr. Price.” Anton, a dignified maître d’, welcomed him to Chez Nous, an elegant eating establishment on the main level of his office building. Cello music serenaded softly in the background as Nick returned the greeting.

      “The reservation should be under Warren,” he added.

      “Yes, of course.” The host consulted the seating schedule in front of him before picking up a menu. “I’ll see you to your table.”

      Nick caught a glimpse of the woman seated by the bay window, and his feet forgot how to move. He’d had twenty-seven floors to quell the anxiety in his chest, but that still hadn’t been enough. In the elevator, he’d tried to convince himself that he might be mistaken. That it was just some bizarre coincidence that two women, two talented graphic artists, could share the same name. But there was no room for denial now.

      “Thank you, Anton,” he addressed the maître d’ without taking his eyes off his lunch date, “but I can seat myself today.”

      “Very good, sir.”

      Her hair was tied in a trendy ponytail. That was new. He’d so rarely seen her wear it any other way than down. The dress she wore was flowy and feminine, typical of her Boho style. She had yet to look up and see him approaching. It wasn’t too late to change his mind.

      “Hello, Sadie.”

      A euphoric shiver trembled through him when she turned and caught his eye. He saw the spark of recognition. And heard her slight intake of surprise.

      There you are, his heart voiced. Eager to betray him.

      He fought the urge to melt into her as Sadie moved to her feet and embraced him. The scent of her was mesmerizing. Awakening his senses.

      Instantly transporting him back . . .

      

      It was his first night aboard the Ptarmigan Majestic, and already Nick felt the weight of his world lifting as he wandered through the decks, haphazardly exploring all the amenities this floating palace provided. For the next ten days, it pleased him to realize, he would have no one’s agenda to adhere to but his own.

      Out of curiosity, he found himself slipping into a fragrance shop.

      “Anything I can help you with, darlin’?” The woman behind the counter greeted him with a Southern drawl and gave him that flirty smile women often gave him to let him know they found him attractive, even if she was nearly twice his age.

      “Just browsing,” he replied.

      “You need anything, you let me know.”

      He doubted that likelihood but nodded anyway.

      The shop had an impressive collection. He was still perusing the products when she came in. The woman with the long, free-flowing hair. He’d caught sight of her on the upper deck earlier and had undoubtedly taken notice.

      That was twice now, she appeared to be traveling alone. He wondered if they might have that in common. He hadn’t started his vacation with the intention of finding himself in the company of a woman, but the possibility of it was certainly intriguing.

      His eyes followed her as she leaned over the display case, testing a fragrance sample on her wrist. She was tall and graceful. Peppered in chunky jewelry. Not the kind the socialites in his circle liked to flaunt. No. He doubted there was anything of real value in this woman’s entire collection. Her taste erred more on the side of gypsy.

      And incredibly sexy.

      “I’m looking for something for my sister,” she told the salesclerk. “What fragrance is this?” The bottle she held was inscribed in a golden French script.

      “Masterpiece,” Darla, according to the saleswoman’s name tag, replied. “It’s one of our best sellers.”

      “It’s lovely.”

      He selected a bottle from a nearby shelf, knowing full well that if he ever had an in, this would be it. “I’m sorry for the interruption.” Her eyes were deep blue he noted, when she turned to face him. And she had tiny little freckles that kissed the bridge of her nose. “If you’re looking for a souvenir, you might want to consider Forget-Me-Not. It’s named and created after Alaska’s state flower.”

      She took the bottle from him politely, sending Darla a questioning glance.

      “He’s right, honey,” Darla confirmed.

      “You can actually tell a great deal about a person from the type of fragrance they wear,” he said, if for no other reason than the chance to look into those inquisitive azure eyes again. “A woman who wears a musk, for instance, is generally a confident and sophisticated type of person. While a floral scent”—Good God, he hoped he wasn’t babbling. He had years of practiced composure to draw upon, but there was something about this woman that had him feeling more than a little off kilter—“is much more suited for someone with a vibrant and playful personality.”

      “My, my.” Darla fluttered her hand against her voluptuous chest, bestowing her Southern charm on him once again. “How does a man like you know so much about perfume?”

      “The company I work for designs fragrances for exclusive clients,” he explained.

      “Oh, how marvelous!”

      He turned his attention to the younger woman. She thumbed the bottle he’d chosen. Mulling it over in her hands.

      “And just what can you tell about a woman like me?” She raised her chin toward him.

      He saw the challenge in her eye and had no intention of letting a good opportunity pass.

      He moved slowly. Gently lifting her hair away from the nape of her neck, giving her plenty of time to change her mind. He leaned in. Lips dangerously close to brushing her skin. Still, she didn’t pull back.

      “Genuine. Delicate. Rare,” he whispered, as he breathed the scent of her in.
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      She’d thought about this moment a dozen times in a dozen different ways, but now that it was here, it hardly seemed real.

      “Nick.” His name came out like a sigh as she forced herself from their embrace in the downtown Seattle restaurant. “It’s so good to see you.”

      She hadn’t forgotten how regal he looked in a suit. Well over six feet tall. Broad shoulders. Lean torso. A stubbled jawline you couldn't help but want to take a bite out of. And his eyes . . . Such a stunning shade of green.

      “You too.” Nick’s voice was warm and deep, caressing her all the way down to her toes. “You look wonderful.”

      “Thank you.”

      He held out her chair before seating himself. A behavior that had been ingrained in him since childhood, he’d once explained.

      “Warren has been regretfully delayed,” he said. “I hope you don’t mind, but he’s asked me to join you in the meantime.”

      “Even better.” She gave him a smile she hoped would put them both at ease. This had to come as a big surprise to him. But hopefully a good one—if he’d meant what he’d said to her all those months ago.

      Their conversation fell away as a waiter approached their table and greeted Nick personally before pouring them coffee. Nick stared into his cup, lengthening the silence, but she didn’t mind. Stillness had never been an uncomfortable thing between them. She’d give him all the time in the world if that’s what he needed.

      “Why didn’t you tell me?” he asked quietly.

      She ran a finger along the gold-laced rim of her saucer, chewing on her response. There was so much she wanted to say to him. About then. About now. She wished they would’ve met someplace much more private. Then again, it hadn’t been Nick she’d expected to meet with today.

      “I know I should have, but it was important for me to get this job on my own credit.”

      Not what he was asking, maybe. But it was a start.

      “Still stubborn, I see.” The twinkle in his eyes gave her hope. Was it possible he’d missed her as much as she’d missed him? Nick reached across the linen tablecloth, gently taking hold of her fingertips, stroking them with his thumb. “How are you?”

      “I’m good. I really am.”

      “I’m glad.” He paused. “Listen, before anything else gets said, there’s something I need to tell you.”

      “Nick?”

      They looked up. A gorgeous woman with inky-black hair and severe bangs stood next to their table, frowning. Like she was trying to decipher a difficult math equation. The handbag she clenched to her side cost more than Sadie’s last rent payment if the couture label was to be believed.

      Nick nonchalantly withdrew his hand and greeted the woman with a polite informality. “Brooke.”

      She cocked her head at Sadie. “Hi. I
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